Reproductive males encounter potential mates under a range of circumstances that in uence the costs, bene ts or feasibility of alternative courtship tactics. Thus, males may be under strong selection to exibly modify their behaviour. Red-sided garter snakes (Thamnophis sirtalis parietalis) in Manitoba overwinter in communal dens, and court and mate in large aggregations in early spring. The number of males within a courting group varies considerably, as do the body sizes of both males and females. We manipulated these factors to set up replicated courtship groups in outdoor arenas, and analysed videotapes of 82 courtship trials to quantify courting behaviours of male snakes. Larger and more heavy-bodied males courted more vigorously than did their smaller, thinner-bodied rivals, and large females attracted more intense courtship. The major effect, however, involved the number of rival males competing for copulation. Males in large groups not only reduced their overall vigour of courtship, but also modi ed their tactics in such a way as to bene t from the courtship activities of rival males. That is, they devoted less energy to inducing female receptivity (which requires energy-expensive caudocephalic waving) and more effort to behaviour (tail-searching)that enhanced their own 2) Corresponding
Introduction
A high proportion of all behaviours in most kinds of organisms display some degree of plasticity: aspects of the organism's physiological state or environmental cues modify the expression of the behaviour. Plasticity of this kind is likely to enhance tness when (as is often the case) the animal unpredictably encounters situations that modify the relative tness consequences of alternative behaviours (e.g. Jackson & Pollard, 1996; Eltz, 1997; Schatz et al., 1997; Henen et al., 1998) . Even very 'simple' organisms display exible behaviours, indicating that behavioural plasticity does not require complex information-processing capabilities (e.g. Demott & Moxter, 1991; Jurgens & DeMott, 1995; Bushmann, 1999; Corbara & Dejean, 2000) . In many cases, organismal responses are modi ed by local circumstances in ways that plausibly enhance tness (e.g. Maynard Smith, 1976; Sinervo & Lively, 1996; Alonzo & Sinervo, 2001; Candolin & Reynolds, 2002) .
Some of the best examples of adaptive behavioural plasticity involve mating tactics. For example, the optimal tactics for mate location often depend upon local conditions (resources, topography, etc.) that determine the spatial distribution and ease of location of receptive females (Emlen & Oring, 1977; Duvall & Schuett, 1997; Brown & Weatherhead, 1999) . In the same way, a male's optimal tactics after nding a female will depend on factors (such as the numbers and sizes of rival males) that may vary unpredictably over relatively short timespans and spatial scales (Travis & Woodward, 1989; Dodson & Schwaab, 2001; Candolin & Reynolds, 2002) . Hence, the tactics of reproductive males offer a useful system with which to examine plasticity in behavioural traits, and the ways in which such plasticity might enhance mating success.
Reptiles have attracted relatively little attention in this respect, perhaps reecting an assumption that they display limited behavioural plasticity. However, recent studies have revealed remarkable complexity in reptilian social systems, including polymorphic male strategies. For example, side-blotched
